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Sport clubs are considered an ideal setting for the social integration of people with a migration 
background (PMB). However, they can also be a place of social closure practices, where assimilative 
ideas and ethnic boundaries are present. Besides the individual characteristics of the members, 
adequate club organizational structures are relevant for preventing social closure and facilitating social 
integration. Thus, the role of organizational structures for social integration might differ between 
natives and PMB. Based on data from 42 Swiss sport clubs and 780 sport club members, with and 
without a migration background, we analyzed individual (migration background, membership 
biography) and structural factors (situational, club goals, club culture) using multilevel models and 
tested cross-level interactions between structural variables and migration background. The results 
reveal that membership biography (e.g. membership duration and volunteering) and migration 
background are relevant for social integration. The estimated cross-level effects reveal that, unlike for 
natives and second-generation PMB, structural conditions are especially relevant for first-generation 
PMB. For example, social integration increases with a higher proportion of PMB in the club or a less 
assimilative club culture. 
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Introduction 
The social integration of people with a migration background (PMB) and existing resentments of 
natives towards immigrants are important problems faced by immigration countries. In Europe, 
voluntary sport clubs (VSCs) are often considered to play an important role in addressing these 
challenges and serve as a significant integration catalyst (European commission, 2007; Nagel et al., 
2020b). VSCs provide an ideal setting for encounters between people from different cultures, reduce 
prejudices through interethnic contact (Makarova and Herzog, 2014), and promote social cohesion and 
networks (Agergaard, 2019; Burrmann et al., 2020; Nagel et al., 2020b). 
In Switzerland, about one quarter of the population is active in over 19,000 VSCs. While the 
national Sport Promotion Act explicitly refers to the role of sport in social cohesion, there are only few 
and selective national or regional (cantonal) funding arrangements for the integrative efforts of VSCs 
due to the principle of subsidiarity (Nagel et al., 2020b). PMB are around 40% of the population in 
Switzerland, yet are underrepresented in VSCs, but differences to Swiss natives are decreasing over 
recent years (Lamprecht et al., 2017).  
Empirical studies confirm the connection between VSC membership and the development of 
social networks and contacts for members in general (Becker and Häring, 2012; Elmose-Østerlund et 
al., 2019; Hoye et al., 2015) and for PMB (Janssens and Verweel, 2014; Kleindienst-Cachay et al., 2012; 
Makarova and Herzog, 2014). However, universal expectations concerning the social integration 
achieved by VSCs have been questioned. Like other social settings, VSCs can be a place of social closure 
practices. Various studies reveal that in VSCs discrimination, assimilationist ideas, or ethnic boundaries 
can exclude rather than integrate PMB (e.g. Burrmann et al., 2017; Dowling, 2020; Elling and 
Claringbould, 2005; Krouwel et al., 2006; Spaaij, 2013). Club structures and culture seem to play an 
important role here (Elling and Claringbould, 2005; Seiberth et al., 2013; Seiberth and Thiel, 2010). For 
example, exclusionary practices can arise from a club culture orientated towards tradition if it rejects 
any deviation from established practices (Seiberth et al., 2013). 
This illustrates that membership of a VSC indicates little about the level of integration in a club 
(Seiberth and Thiel, 2010). Integration only becomes visible through the degree and pattern of 
involvement across different communication patterns and action contexts of a VSC, for example the 
extent to which PMB feel accepted or build intercultural friendships (Adler Zwahlen et al., 2018; 
Kleindienst-Cachay et al., 2012; Nagel et al., 2020a).  
Focused on social integration in VSCs, two research gaps can be identified. (1) There is a lack 
of empirical knowledge on how characteristics of members and club structures together facilitate or 
hinder social integration. While studies have applied a multilevel approach to members in general 
(Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019; Østerlund and Seippel, 2013), there are none specific to PMB. Recent 
articles have explicitly called for factors at the club level to be included in studies on social integration 
of PMB (Adler Zwahlen et al., 2019; Nagel et al., 2020a). This article builds on this and innovatively 
contributes to the field by using a multilevel approach that considers individual characteristics of 
members together with general club structures (e.g. club size) and specific club structures related to 
the integration of PMB (e.g. integration culture). 
(2) Regardless of migration status, members are part of the same social context. However, it is 
unlikely that structural factors have the same relevance for different members. For example, it could 
be assumed that PMB benefit from intercultural club structures in more specific ways, while natives, 
who are less likely to experience exclusion, depend less on them. To assess such structural differences, 
attention must be paid to the interplay between structural features and the migration background of 
members. This article therefore considers cross-level interactions and provides new insight into the 
differing effects of general and integration-specific structures on social integration of natives and PMB.   
Building on this, the following research questions are addressed: (1) What role do individual 
and structural factors play in the social integration of sport club members? (2) To what extent does 
the role of structural factors in VSCs on social integration differ between natives and PMB? The results 
help to determine relevant mutually controlled individual and structural factors in VSCs that are related 
to the social integration of club members with and without a migration background. Thus, decision-
makers in VSCs as well as sports policy makers may gain a clearer picture of effective integration. The 
role of club structures is particularly important as this is managed by the clubs themselves, and 
therefore can be changed to become more integrative. 
 
VSCs as social settings for social integration  
According to Esser (2009), the social integration of individual actors into social systems—such as a 
VSC—can take place along four interdependent dimensions. Culturation means the acquisition of 
knowledge, skills, and habits. Placement represents the acquisition of rights and the filling of positions. 
Identification captures the emotional bond with a group. Finally, interaction means the integration into 
central interpersonal networks by establishing and maintaining functioning (intercultural) social 
relationships.  
Our study focuses on social integration in the social setting of VSCs. For this purpose, we rely 
on a measurement instrument developed and published prior to this article (Adler Zwahlen et al., 
2018). The instrument systematically applied Esser's concept to the context of VSCs. The empirical 
analysis of this article focuses on interaction, a central dimension to the establishment of social 
networks and further integration into society (Esser, 2009), and a central dimension inherent to VSCs.  
In VSCs, conceptualized as interest communities (Coleman, 1974), members realize a common, 
overreaching goal through collective action. Membership is voluntary but requires a willingness to 
contribute individual resources to a collective pool of resources. Thus, members decide not to do 
individual, informal sport based on their own resources but to do joint sport activities together with 
others based on the pooled resources (Nagel, 2006).  
Therefore, membership in a VSC with its different opportunity structures 
(Gelegenheitsstrukturen) brings a wealth of recurring and institutionalized (intercultural) occasions for 
interaction with people with similar interests (Kleindienst-Cachay et al., 2012; Makarova and Herzog, 
2014). Before, during and after sport activities, VSCs provide a high level of informal communication 
opportunities, where different members can interact and connect. Thus, (intercultural) contact can 
develop based on sport-specific knowledge, leading to mutual acceptance (Kahlert, 2009).  
However, intercultural interactions in sports clubs can also be problematic and permeated 
with unfamiliarity, strangeness, and conflict. Such experiences are cemented or reduced by 
interactions (Seiberth, 2012). Therefore, a key issue is the extent to which contact leads to mutual 
acceptance and reduction of social distance, as postulated by the contact hypotheses (Gerber and 
Pühse, 2017; Makarova and Herzog, 2014). Here, the club context and how it values intercultural 
diversity and openness is central (Elling and Claringbould, 2005; Seiberth et al., 2013).  
 
Individual and structural factors of interaction in VSCs 
 
The analysis of interaction as a special form of social action in VSCs presupposes an examination of the 
institutional structures and their normative anchoring in terms of a more or less predictable cultural 
environment (Albert, 2005). In short, the logic of the situation must be considered (Weber, 1980 
[1921]). This addresses a basic requirement for action analyses within VSCs, namely, the connection 
between the social actions of club members and the institutional context in VSCs, whose social effects 
are likely to become apparent as specific patterns of thought and action (“habit formation”) in 
everyday club life. Therefore, the analysis of social integration needs to consider differences of the 
members at the individual level together with structural differences of the clubs at the club level 
(Nagel, 2006).  
 
Structural factors of the clubs 
Structural differences between VSCs and their role in the interaction of the members can be illustrated 
using Felds (1981) concept of foci. VSCs can be seen as foci, defined as “social, psychological, legal or 
physical entities around which joint activities are organized” (Feld, 1981: 1016). Feld argues that foci 
place participants in rewarding situations, creating positively valued interactions (cf. Becker and 
Häring, 2012). However, foci differ in their potential to “transform mere contact opportunities into 
interaction by bringing together people with similar interests in a mutually rewarding situation” 
(Stauder, 2014). This potential varies with communication patterns in the foci, the fluctuation of 
participants, the extent of focus overlap, and the transitivity of friendships.   
In small or rural municipalities, there are only a few foci available, thus, “everybody joins these 
foci and consequently there is more focus overlap” (Stauder, 2014). This simplifies the consolidation 
of friendship relations because members also meet in foci other than the VSC. Therefore, members in 
rural clubs often interact face-to-face and in close social networks (Baur, 2003). In larger clubs, 
consolidation of relationships is more difficult, because fluctuation of members in club activities is 
higher and the transitivity of friendships is lower than in small clubs. Studies confirm that interaction 
is more pronounced in smaller clubs (Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019; Østerlund and Seippel, 2013). We 
therefore hypothesize that the degree of interaction is more pronounced in smaller clubs and in clubs 
in smaller municipalities. 
Interaction is likely to be influenced by communication patterns associated with club goals. 
Clubs with high sociability goals might gather members more often and more intensively in non-
sporting communication and activities (Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019). The focus on competitive sport 
promotes additional contact (e.g. through games) and consolidation opportunities (Kleindienst-Cachay 
et al., 2012). Therefore, it can be assumed that a higher competition goal and a higher sociability goal 
promote interaction of the club members. 
While certain structural factors influence all club members in similar ways, there may also be 
structures that explicitly influence interaction barriers for PMB. Regarding the competition goal, it can 
be assumed that PMB additionally profit from a subordinate role of ethnicity compared to 
performance-orientated aspects in competition-oriented clubs (Kalter, 2005). The goal of integrating 
PMB is likely linked to a positive connotation of integration. Although not all clubs might translate such 
goals into suitable programmes (Seiberth et al., 2013), we hypothesize that PMB show more 
interaction, on average, in clubs with a higher integration goal. While natives might depend less on 
integration goals, they could profit from additional contact opportunities. 
A higher proportion of PMB in the club can be an indication of openness to cultural diversity. 
Kalter (2005) showed that PMB on teams with a higher proportion of foreigners are less exposed to 
social distances and stereotypes. The pool of similar interaction partners for PMB is also likely to 
increase with the proportion of PMB, especially if members share an ethnic background. We therefore 
hypothesize that interaction of PMB increases with the proportion of PMB in the club. Positive effects 
for natives are not expected. Although social distances to PMB is reduced in heterogeneous clubs, it is 
not likely to occur in homogeneous clubs in the first place. 
Despite a club’s general openness, social closure processes can occur if club culture is “not 
compatible with a positive concept of diversity” (Seiberth et al., 2013: 190, own translation). An 
exclusionary culture can arise from widespread stereotypes held outside the club, which also become 
embedded within it. It can also arise if the club culture itself is orientated towards preserving tradition. 
In such situations, a common approach to cultural diversity is the demand for assimilation (Seiberth, 
2012). Sport-related assimilation refers to an integration strategy in which PMB give up references to 
their origin and adapt exclusively to the typical behaviour patterns of their club. In contrast, pluralism 
means that PMB maintain references to their cultural origin and identity (Adler Zwahlen et al., 2019; 
Berry, 2005; Esser, 2009). Gerber and Pühse (2017) showed that young PMB prefer pluralistic 
integration strategies. Therefore, assimilative integration demands in VSCs are problematic for 
integration processes (Dowling, 2020; Elling and Claringbould, 2005; Kleindienst-Cachay et al., 2012; 
Mutz, 2011) because PMB are pressured to avoid displaying “otherness” in the club (Kleindienst-
Cachay et al., 2012) and are more likely to experience strangeness in relationships (Seiberth, 2012). It 
can be assumed that interaction of PMB decreases with an assimilative understanding of integration 
in the club, while an intercultural, pluralistic understanding increases it. Negative effects of an 
assimilative understanding are not expected for natives. However, it is possible that the homogenizing 
function of assimilative adaptation will strengthen the interactions of established members. 
 
Individual characteristics of the members 
To understand individual differences in members interactions we differentiate between human capital 
and sport-related consumer capital (Heckmann, 2015, Nagel et al., 2020a). Human capital relates to 
socio-biographical characteristics (e.g. migration status, sex). Differences are likely to arise with 
migration status. Unlike natives and second-generation migrants (PMB2G), first-generation migrants 
(PMB1G) are likely to be most confronted with cultural distance and a lack of familiarity with 
expectations in local VSCs due to their socialization in the country of origin (Adler Zwahlen et al., 2019; 
Heckmann, 2015). Various authors find less interaction for PMB1G than for PMB2G and natives (Adler 
Zwahlen et al., 2019; Nagel et al., 2020a). We hypothesize that PMB and here especially PMB1g 
experience fewer positive interactions than natives. Further sociodemographic characteristics are not 
linked to interaction in VSCs. Only for older people were negative connections confirmed (Elmose-
Østerlund et al., 2019; Østerlund and Seippel, 2013). In analyses specific to PMB, age, sex, and 
education status were irrelevant (Adler Zwahlen et al., 2019; Nagel et al., 2020a). Nevertheless, these 
variables are utilized as controls. 
Sport-related consumer capital indicates the accumulated knowledge and importance of 
different goods (e.g. social events) in the VSC, and is strongly related to membership-biographical 
characteristics. With increasing duration and intensity of membership, members accumulate club-
related consumer capital. Connections between interaction and membership duration, volunteering, 
frequency of activity or participation in competitive sport have been repeatedly demonstrated (Adler 
Zwahlen et al., 2019; Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019; Nagel et al., 2020a; Østerlund and Seippel, 2013). 
Adler Zwahlen et al. (2019) also point to the socializing effects of parental (past) VSC activity. We 
hypothesize that membership duration, volunteering, frequency of activity, participation in 
competitive sport, and parental club activity are associated with more interaction. 
In addition, it should be emphasized that structures at the club level may not only have a direct 
effect on interactions of the members, but also influence the strength of the connection between 
individual characteristics and interaction. Assuming that the migration status is less relevant in clubs 
open to interculturality, this can only be tested by the interrelation between the predictors of 
migration status (individual) and intercultural club culture (structural). This means that in addition to 
the independent variables of the individual and structural levels, cross-level effects also need to be 
considered in the model. Following the argument of cultural distance and the lack of familiarity with 





The empirical analyses utilize data from a cross-sectional study of 42 Swiss VSCs. With the aim to survey 
VSCs with different integration-specific structures, six disciplines with different participation rates by 
PMB were theoretically selected (football, basketball, martial arts, gymnastics, mountain sport, and 
skiing; cf. Lamprecht et al., 2014). However, even though a variety of clubs and disciplines were 
surveyed, the sample cannot be viewed as representative. A club official (usually the president) was 
interviewed and asked about the club’s organizational structures in a paper questionnaire. Seven clubs 
were in municipalities with fewer than 5,000 inhabitants, and nine in municipalities with more than 
50,000 inhabitants. Fourteen clubs had fewer than 200 members, while 17 had more than 400 
members. The proportion of PMB was below 10 percent in 17 clubs and above 25 percent in 17 clubs. 
Club officials selected training groups within their organization, where members with and 
without a migration background, aged 16–30 years, completed a questionnaire on social integration 
in the club, membership biography, and sociodemographic characteristics. Trained, multilingual staff 
supported individual interviewees with language comprehension. The 780 surveyed members (38.0% 
women) had an average age of 20.6 years (SD = 4.0 years) and had been sport club members for 6.8 
years (SD = 5.4 years), on average. In addition, 254 members (32.6 percent) were first- or second-
generation migrants (98 PMB1G, 156 PMB2G). The surveyed PMB were distributed among 33 clubs 
(PMB1G in 26 clubs, PMB2G in 27 clubs). PMB1G were born in Western and Northern Europe (22.7%), 
Southeast and Eastern Europe (26.6%), Southern Europe (6.7%), North America (8.0%), South America 
(13.3%), Africa (9.3%) and Asia (13.3%). Eleven persons fled to Switzerland (12.2%). Parents of PMB2G 
had nationalities from countries in Western and Northern Europe (11.5%), Southeast and Eastern 
Europe (18.0%), Southern Europe (21.2%), South America (6.4%), Africa (5.8%) and Asia (10.3%). 
Parents of the remaining PMB2G (24.4%) have become Swiss. 
Due to incomplete questionnaires, 59 cases (7.5 percent) were excluded from the preliminary 
analysis of the individual-level variables. This dropped to 39 cases (5.0 percent) for the joint analysis 
of the club-level and individual-level variables. Therefore, the results for the estimated models are 
based on a sample of 741 members (238 PMB) in 42 clubs. On average, 17.6 members (5.7 PMB) were 
considered per club.1 
 
Operationalization of variables 
The dependent variable interaction stems from a previously developed measurement instrument for 
analysing the multidimensional social integration in VSCs. The reliability and validity of the instrument 
was successfully checked through confirmatory factor analysis for PMB and natives, with the results 
published at an earlier stage (cf. Adler Zwahlen et al., 2018). The items were measured on a five-point 
scale, from “does not apply” to “fully applies”. The four items on interaction asked about the 
establishment and existence of social relationships as well as intercultural conflicts and acceptance, 
which can permeate interactions. The items were “Other members respect me the way I am” (after 
Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2016), “No one in the club would notice my absence” (developed), “I find it 
difficult to make social contacts in our club” (developed) and “In our club, conflicts often arise between 
me and members from other backgrounds” (adapted from Baur and Burrmann, 2003). The last three 
items were inverted for the analysis. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics. 
 
 
1 In seven clubs, fewer than five members were surveyed. This is not problematic for multilevel analysis. Maas and Hox (2005) 
find no negative effects on estimators or standard errors for extremely unbalanced group sizes. Snijders and Bosker (2012) 
confirm that group size can equal one as long as other groups are larger. 
The structural factors municipality size and club size were operationalized as the number of 
inhabitants and the number of club members. The proportion of PMB in the club was measured with 
six categories, according to Kleindienst-Cachay et al. (2012). Club goals were measured on a five-point 
scale, from “not important” to “very important”. The sociability goal was gauged by the statement 
“Promoting sociability in the club” (from Nagel, 2006), the competition goal by “Engagement in top-
class and competitive sport” (adapted from Baur et al., 2003), and the goal of integrating PMB by 
“Promoting the integration of PMB in the club” (adapted from Kleindienst-Cachay et al., 2012).  
Knowing that club culture in general and club-specific understanding of integration is 
empirically difficult to grasp (Seiberth et al., 2013), members’ individual attitudes towards the 
integration of PMB were aggregated at the club level (i.e. mean value per club) and tested as contextual 
variables for the collective understanding of integration, while individual attitudes were tested as 
controls at the individual level (aggregation of contextual variables; cf. Marsh et al., 2012). Theoretical 
support for such an approach can be found in Nagel (2006), who argues that club culture arises from 
the actions of individual members, influenced by their orientations and attitudes. 
Individual integration attitudes were measured on a five-point scale, from “do not agree at all” 
to “agree completely”. The item “PMB should not receive special treatment in sport clubs” (developed 
based on Baur and Mutz, 2009) was used as an indicator of an assimilative understanding of 
integration. As an indicator for an pluralistic understanding, the item “Values and cultural habits of 
PMB should be respected by the club and its members” (from Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2016) was used. 
In addition, the item “If I could choose my own sport group, at least some athletes should come from 
my country of origin” (adapted from Kalter, 2005) was used as an indicator of a more general 
intercultural openness of the members. For higher values to show more intercultural openness, the 
item was inverted.  
 
‘Table 1 about here’ 
 
The individual factor migration background was measured generationally, according to 
Leszczensk and Gräbs Santiago (2015). PMB1G were born in a foreign country and immigrated to 
Switzerland. PMB2G were born in Switzerland but had at least one parent with foreign origin. It is 
important to note that PMB are very heterogeneous beyond migration generations and that these 
terms are used analytically without wanting to reconstruct differentiation categories. 
Sociodemographic variables (age, sex, and level of education) and club biographic variables (length of 
membership, volunteering, frequency of activity, participation in competitive sport, and parents’ 
(former) participation in clubs) were also used. Table 1 shows the independent variables. 
 
Data analysis 
The data were prepared and analyzed with SPSS 26 and R 4.0.2. To consider the nested structure of 
the data and to test individual and contextual variables together as well as the interplay between them, 
multilevel models were implemented (using R package nlme). The dependent variable, interaction, 
was non-independent of the clubs (intraclass correlation coefficient, ICC = .109). Therefore, multilevel 
analyses are appropriate (Hox, 2010). The sample is rather small at the contextual level,2 therefore, 
the models were calculated with restricted maximum likelihood, which provides more precise 
estimates of variance components and standard errors for small samples (Hox, 2010; Snijders and 
Bosker, 2012). To keep the models simple (Hox and MacNeish, 2020), structural factors were tested in 
groups of situational variables, club goals, and club culture. Individual variables were tested in advance 
and only relevant variables were further considered. 
Differences in the role of structural effects on natives and PMB were tested by specifying cross-
level effects for the dummy variables PMB1G and PMB2G. While the main effect of the structural 
variables shows the general effect only meaningful to natives, the cross-level effect shows the 
additional effect for PMB1G and PMB2G, respectively. All variables except the dummies for migration 
background were grand mean centred (Hox, 2010). To interpret the actual effects of the predictors, 
unstandardized regression coefficients are reported (Hox, 2010).  
Model diagnostics showed some deviations of the residuals from the normal distribution and 
homoskedasticity. Therefore, the models were validated in an ordered logistic multilevel model, which 
 
2 Kreft  (1996) recommends a distribution of 50 groups and 20 group members (50/20) to calculate level-2 and cross-level 
effects. New simulation studies by Maas and Hox (2005) and MacNeish and Stapleton (2016), however, do not find negative 
effects on (cross-level) estimates and standard errors of smaller samples (30/5 and 14/10).  
treats the dependent variable categorically rather than metrically (Hox, 2010). This option makes no 
assumptions about the normal distribution of residuals and homoskedasticity. There are only few 
changes in the additional models, and notable differences are presented in the results. 
 
Results 
First, the individual-level variables were tested. An analysis of variance (F(2,777) = 17.02) showed 
significant differences in interaction between natives (mean = 4.45), PMB2G (mean = 4.32), and PMB1G 
(mean = 4.04). Table 2 shows the results for the multilevel models for the individual-level variables, 
with an empty (zero) model (column 1) and a model including all individual-level variables (column 2). 
Relevant variables (p ≤ .10) were tested again in a third model (column 3). The fixed effects (marginal 
R2) of model 3 explain 10 percent of the total variance. Differences in the composition of members 
between clubs explain 36 percent of the variance on the club level. 
In line with our expectations, the sociodemographic variables are irrelevant for interaction, 
unlike migration background. PMB1G have significantly less interaction than natives. A weaker negative 
and non-significant effect exists for PMB2G. As expected, membership biographical variables 
membership duration, volunteering, and parents’ (former) participation in VSCs are significantly and 
positively associated with interaction. Individual agreement with the assimilative item “No special 
treatment for PMB” is significantly connected with more interaction, as higher values might be related 
to individual conformity with club-specific norms. In addition, individual intercultural openness 
(rejection of “Athletes should come from country of origin”) is relevant for interaction, perhaps 
because open members do not restrict themselves to communication with few other members.3 
 
‘table 2 around here’ 
 
Next, the structural factors were tested in three groups (situational variables, club goals, 
integration culture), together with the individual variables. For each group, Table 3 shows a model 
 
3 Frequency of activity is only below p = 0.10 in the ordered logistic model (0.08) but not in the main model (0.15). 
without and a model with specification of cross-level effects. The fixed effects (marginal R2) of the 
specified models now explain 13–17 percent of the total variance. The explained variance on club level 
increases to 42–60 percent. Individual variables hardly change.4 
The situational variables show that clubs in municipalities with fewer than 5,000 inhabitants 
and clubs with fewer than 200 members are significantly associated with higher interaction of 
members, in general but the proportion of PMB in the club is not (model 1). Natives do not show higher 
degrees of interaction with higher proportions of PMB, as indicated by the non-significant main effect 
in model 2. Likewise, PMB2G do not differ from natives, as indicated by the insignificant cross-level 
effect for PMB2G. However, the cross-level effect for PMB1G is significant and positive. This means that 
the negative relationship between PMB1G and interaction is significantly reduced when the proportion 
of PMB in a club increases. Our expectations regarding the positive relationship between interaction 
and the proportion of PMB in the club are therefore confirmed for PMB1G.5 
Club goals do not show significant effects for members in general (model 3). Cross-level effects 
reveal that PMB2G do not differ significantly from natives. However, PMB1G show significant positive 
cross-level effects for the competition goal and the integration goal. Higher levels of both goals are 
associated with a higher level of interaction of PMB1G. The expected positive effects for the 
competition and integration goals are therefore confirmed for PMB1G.6 
The collective understanding of integration is irrelevant for members in general (model 5), 
natives, or PMB2G, but PMB1G show significant cross-level effects (model 6). Higher values of the 
aggregated assimilative item “No special treatment for PMB” increase the negative effect of PMB1G on 
interaction, while a higher intercultural club culture (the inverted, aggregated item “Athletes should 
come from country of origin”) reduces it.7 The aggregated pluralistic item “Respecting habits” shows a 
 
4 With specification of cross-level effects, the main effects of PMB1G and PMB2G change. These changes are due to the 
statistical procedure and are substantively meaningless. The direct effects should therefore not be interpreted alone, but 
only together with the cross-level effects. For further details, see Hox (2010). 
5 Cross-level effects were also tested for municipality size and club size. To avoid complicating the models, they were used 
as metric variables. No significant cross-level effects were found. 
6 Cross-level effects for the sociability goal were calculated for test purposes. The results show no relevant differences 
between member groups. Additionally, the sociability goal is closer to relevance in the ordered logistic models 4 and 5 (p = 
0.08 and 0.13). 
7 The interaction of PMB1G increases by 0.27 + 0.22 = 0.49 if intercultural culture increases and assimilative culture 
decreases by one standard deviation. These values result from the main effect plus the cross-level effect weighted with the 
standard deviation (intercultural culture: (-0.07 + 0.65) * 0.47 = 0.27; assimilative culture: (-0.01 + -0.76) * -0.28 = 0.22). This 
means that there is no negative effect of PMB1G on interaction in clubs with a corresponding integration culture. 
significant positive cross-level effect only when tested alone in the model (not shown). The 
expectations for PMB regarding club-cultural understanding of integration are thus confirmed for 
PMB1G.  
 
‘table 3 about here’ 
 
Finally, the significant variables were tested in a full model (model 7). The fixed effects of this 
model explain 20 percent of the total variance. At the club level, 63 percent of the variance is explained. 
This model is more complex, and the effect size of most variables decreases. The effects for small 
municipalities and clubs are no longer significant. However, club size remains relevant (p ≤ .10). 
Significant cross-level effects for PMB1G are confirmed for the collective understanding of integration. 
The proportion of PMB and the competition goal are still relevant (p ≤ .10), while the cross-level effect 
of the integration goal disappears.8 
 
Discussion 
This article analyses the social integration of VSC members with and without a migration background 
in terms of their interactions in the clubs. The innovative contribution is the analysis of interactions 
based on members’ individual characteristics together with general and integration-specific club 
structures, as well as the cross-level analysis that tests the extent to which structural differences in 
social integration between natives, PMB1G and PMB2G exist.  Even though all members are basically well 
integrated, individual and structural differences are found.  
Regarding individual differences, intergenerational differences are visible for the migration 
background (see also Nagel et al., 2020a; Walseth, 2008). While PMB1G are less likely to be involved in 
positive social contacts, PMB2G are similar to natives as they are locally socialised and possibly less 
exposed to cultural distance than PMB1G. However, it would be wrong to hastily equate PMG2G with 
 
8 The complexity of the full model also appears in deviations of the ordered logistic model: While the competition goal 
displays higher (p > .10), club size (p ≤ .05) and municipality size (p ≤ .10) display lower p-values. Additionally, the 
uncertainty about the cross-level effect of “No special treatmentagg” with PMB1G is slightly higher in the ordered logistic 
models (model 6: p = 0.08; full model: p = 0.05). 
natives, as the negative effect approaches significance. In contrast to Nagel et al. (2020a), being born 
in a foreign country remains relevant when controlling for membership-biography. It is possible that 
the role of membership duration and volunteerism is less pronounced among younger members. 
However, membership-biography is relevant. This has repeatedly been shown (Elmose-Østerlund et 
al., 2019; Nagel et al., 2020a; Østerlund and Seippel, 2013). Parents’ (former) club participation, 
membership duration and volunteering are linked to having more pronounced social networks within 
the club. Yet, participation in competition sport and the frequency of activity within the club are not 
related to interaction of young members. However, the latter is only slightly irrelevant. 
VSCs differ in their structural opportunities to promote interactions. Members in small clubs 
and in clubs in small municipalities have more interactions. Thus, members not only consolidate social 
networks through lower fluctuations in small clubs, but also through greater focus overlap in small 
municipalities. This has not been previously shown for small municipalities. Elmose-Østerlund et al. 
(2019) showed negative, but non-significant effects using a metric variable and including clubs in larger 
municipalities. The sociability goals of clubs are not relevant, which contradicts the findings of Elmose-
Østerlund et al. (2019), perhaps because abstract social goals are not translated into action and, 
therefore, do not reach members.  
The role of the structural context differs with the migration status, illustrating the usefulness 
of the cross-level approach. Structural conditions are especially relevant for PMB1G. A higher 
proportion of PMB, an intercultural and less assimilative collective understanding of integration and in 
part also competition-orientated club goals are connected to successful interactions of PMB1G. 
Competition-orientation reduces the importance of ethnic differences compared to sport skills. The 
proportion of PMB might reduce prejudice among club members (Kalter, 2005). An intercultural and 
less assimilative collective understanding of integration is likely to reduce otherness in interactions 
(Dowling, 2020; Kleindienst-Cachay et al., 2012; Seiberth, 2012). These structural conditions are not 
relevant to natives and PMB2G, pointing to intergenerational differences between PMB1G and PMB2G in 
club structural effects. This has not been shown previously. Other than PMB2G and natives, PMB1G are 
socialised abroad and may have on average fewer cultural and social techniques to cope with 
assimilative demands and therefore also benefit from interaction partners open to cultural diversity. 
Therefore, in contrast to Elmose-Østerlund et al. (2019), we do not conclude that the structural context 
is less relevant compared to individual characteristics. While this seems true for natives and PMB2G, it 
is not for PMB1G.  
Hence, decision-makers in VSCs and sport policies can attempt to manage club conditions to 
facilitate the integration of PMB1G. Here, an integration goal alone is not sufficient. Considering the 
proportion of PMB in the club and the collective understanding of integration, it is statistically 
irrelevant. This can be interpreted as the need to translate integration goals into action (Seiberth et 
al., 2013). Such efforts can aim to achieve an intercultural, less assimilative club culture or to increase 
the proportion of PMB in the club. Both aims seem relevant to integrate PMB1G and are not detrimental 
to the integration of natives or PMB2G. Of course, practical applications should be done carefully. Our 
results mainly apply to mixed clubs with low to medium proportions of PMB. Yet, when promoting the 
participation of young PMB, care must also be taken to facilitate interethnic contact and avoid ethnic 
divides within the club. Also, PMB1G are not a homogeneous group and practical applications should 
consider the heterogeneity that comes along with different migration and integration experiences.  
 
Limitations and future research 
The study has its limitations, and four methodological points should be noted. Firstly, regarding the 
independent variables, club cultural understanding of integration is based on single items, and scales 
measuring individual integration attitudes should be utilized in future surveys (cf. e.g. Baur and Mutz, 
2009; Van Dick et al., 1997). The survey of club goals was based on the statements of club 
representatives whose perceptions can differ from those of club members, thus, a member 
perspective should be included. Secondly, the theoretical classification of the items to the dependent 
variable interaction may be developed further. In our study we rely on a systematic, published 
measurement instrument (Adler Zwahlen et al., 2018). Future studies should try to refine the 
measurement instrument by considering further aspects and items of interaction.   
Thirdly, generalization of the results should be done with caution. Because of the non-
representativeness of the sample, this is especially true for descriptive inference. However, as we focus 
on causal inference and controlled for various factors, relevant factors for social integration are more 
likely to be consistent. Nagel (2020a) found only small variance in social integration between European 
countries, indicating that the country context was of limited relevance. Yet, generalizations to other 
countries should consider possible contextual differences. Future studies can show how individual and 
structural factors for social integration differ with the country context.  
Fourthly, the results are based on cross-sectional data. Selection effects are possible for the 
participation of PMB in VSCs, where participation is the result of social integration into the host society 
(e.g. Lundkvist et al., 2020). For example, it might be possible that PMB2G are not influenced by 
integration-specific structures, because less integrated PMB2G did not join the clubs or even have left 
them again. Also, selection effects regarding the club structures (e.g. higher pluralistic integration 
attitudes if PMB1G are better integrated) are unlikely from a theoretical perspective but cannot be ruled 
out methodologically. Therefore, longitudinal studies are needed to consider methodological 
problems such as endogeneity, intertemporal order on dependent and explanatory variables and time-
delayed effects. 
Future work should also address the following. First, an analysis of variance showed significant 
differences between sport disciplines (with the highest means for gymnastics, and the lowest for 
football) for members in general but not for PMB. However, to avoid complex models, sport disciplines 
were not included here in favour of theoretically more concrete structural factors. This seems 
appropriate, as it is not the disciplines themselves but the clubs’ organizational structures that are 
relevant for social integration. Larger samples at the club level are advisable to elaborate on 
differences across sport disciplines.  
Second, despite similar migration and integration experiences, PMB are not homogeneous 
(Agergaard, 2019). Other individual characteristics beyond the migration generation, such as values 
(e.g. orientation towards the host country) and lifestyles likely play an important role in integration 
processes. Larger samples are needed to consider this heterogeneity.  
Third, this article considers interaction as a central dimension of social integration inherent to 
VSCs. Interaction can be an important factor for social integration in other dimensions (placement, 
identification, culturation; Esser, 2009). Structural factors of the clubs are likely to be relevant for social 
integration in these other dimensions as well, and future analyses should build on this.  
Fourth, the training group level is not considered in this paper, just as in former studies 
(Elmose-Østerlund et al., 2019; Nagel et al., 2020a; Østerlund and Seippel, 2013). Training groups 
within a club can be characterized by different social structures (e.g. group size, performance or 
sociability oriented groups). Therefore, it can be assumed that integration processes are not only 
influenced by club structures, but also by social constellations and conditions of the training group, 
where club members are mostly active.  
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Table 1: Operationalization and descriptive statistics of the variables 





Item 1 Other members respect me the way I am. 4.60 (0.91) 
Item 2 No one in the club would notice my absence. (inv) 3.91 (1.09) 
Item 3 I find it difficult to make social contacts in our club. (inv) 4.42 (1.01) 
Item 4 
In our club, conflicts often arise between me and members from 
other backgrounds. (inv) 
4.57 (0.91) 
Interaction Scale 4.37 (0.67) 
Level 1: Sociodemographics   
Age Number of years divided by 10 2.06 (0.39) 
Gender Dummy, 1 = female 38.0% 
Education 0 = No school certificate - 5 = Academic education 3.01 (1.29) 
Migration background   
PMB1G People with migration background in 1. generation 12.6% 
PMB2G People with migration background in 2. generation 20.0% 
Natives Natives 67.4% 
Level 1: Membership-biographics   
Membership duration Number of years in the club divided by 10 0.68 (0.53) 
Volunteering Dummy, 1 = voluntary engagement 49.4% 
Frequency of activity 1 = irregular/rare - 4 = several times per week and ≥ 3h 3.50 (0.84) 
Participation in competition Dummy, 1 = participation in competition 73.7% 
Parents’ sport club participation Dummy, 1 = (former) club participation of parents 58.3% 
Level 1: Integration attitudes   
No special treatmentindiv No special treatment for PMB; Agreement 1–5 3.85 (1.06) 
Respecting habitsindiv Respecting habits of PMB; Agreement 1–5 4.11 (0.99) 
Athletes from country of  
originindiv (inv) 
Some athletes should come from country of origin (inv); 
Agreement 1 - 5 
2.74 (1.36) 
Level 2: Situational Variables   
Municipality size 1 = inhabitants <5,000 9.4% 
 2 = inhabitants 5,000–49,999 64.4% 
 3 = inhabitants >=50,000 26.3% 
Club size 1 = members <200 29.9% 
 2 = members 200–399 20.0% 
 3 = members >=400 51.1% 
Proportion PMB in the club 1 = 0% PMB 0.6% 
 2 = 1–10% PMB 32.3% 
 3 = 11–25% PMB 18.6% 
 4 = 26–50% PMB 37.8% 
 5 = 51–75% PMB 7.2% 
  6 = >=76% PMB 3.5% 
Level 2: Club goals   
Sociability “Promoting sociability in the club”; Importance 1–5 3.97 (0.89) 
Competition “Engagement in top-class and competitive sport”; Importance 1–5 3.39 (1.13) 
Integration “Promoting the integration of PMB in the club”; Importance 1–5 3.44 (0.82) 
Level 2: Club-cultural, collective understanding of integration  
No special treatmentagg Club mean “No special treatmentindiv” 3.85 (0.28) 
Respecting habitsagg Club mean “Respecting habitsindiv” 4.11 (0.31) 
Athletes from country of  
originagg (inv) 
Club mean “Athletes from country of originindiv (inv)” 2.74 (0.47) 
 
Table 2: Multilevel models for individual variables 
                                        
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Age                   0.03   
Sex (female)   0.06  
Education               0.02  
Migration background    
 PMB1G  -0.29*** -0.33 *** 
 PMB2G    -0.10 -0.09 
 Natives (ref.)       
Membership duration    0.10(*)  0.11* 
Volunteering (yes)   0.10(*)  0.11* 
Frequency of activity   0.05  
Competition sport (yes)   0.07  
Parents’ VSC participation (yes)    0.08(*)  0.09* 
No special treatmentindiv   0.05*  0.05* 
Respecting habitsindiv   0.02  
Athletes from country of originindiv 
(inv.) 
   0.09***  0.10*** 
Pseudo-R² (individual)  0.00  0.14  0.12 
Pseudo-R² (club)  0.00  0.25  0.36 
Pseudo-R² GLMM(m)  0.00  0.11  0.10 
Pseudo-R² GLMM(c)   0.11  0.19  0.18 
Observations       780 712 741 
Groups      42 42 42 
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; (*) p < 0.1; Estimation of non-
standardized regression coefficients; Pseudo-R² (individual) = proportion of 
variance explained on individual level, Pseudo-R² (club) = proportion of 
variance explained on club level; Pseudo-R²GLMM(m) = marginal R², Pseudo-
R²GLMM(c) = conditional R² (after Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013). 
 
  
Table 3: Multilevel models for structural and individual variables 
  Situational Club goals Club culture Full model 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
Migration background        
 PMB1G  -0.32*** -0.47*** -0.33*** -0.45*** -0.33*** -0.48*** -0.57*** 
 PMB2G -0.07  -0.05  -0.09 -0.08 -0.09  -0.05 -0.04 
 Natives (ref.)        
Membership duration  0.11*  0.11*  0.10*  0.10*  0.11*  0.09(*)  0.09(*) 
Volunteering (yes)  0.10*  0.09(*)  0.10*  0.12*  0.10*  0.11*  0.10* 
Parents’ VSC participation 
(yes) 
 0.09(*)  0.09(*)  0.09*  0.09*  0.09*  0.09(*)  0.09(*) 
No special treatmentindiv   0.05*  0.05*  0.05*  0.05*  0.06*  0.06*  0.06** 
Athletes from country of 
originindiv (inv.) 
 0.10***  0.10***  0.10***  0.10***  0.10***  0.10***  0.10*** 
Municipality size        
 Inhabit. <5’000   0.29*  0.28*      0.25 
 Inhabit. 5’000-49’999  0.12  0.14(*)      0.16 
 Inhabit. ≥50’000 (ref.)        
Club size        
 Members <200   0.22*  0.20*      0.16(*) 
 Members 200-399   0.14  0.12      0.10 
 Members ≥400 (ref.)        
Proportion PMB  -0.02 -0.05     -0.05 
 * PMB1G   0.24***       0.14(*) 
 * PMB2G   -0.01           
Sociability goal    0.05  0.04    
Competition goal   -0.00 -0.03   -0.00  
 * PMB1G      0.20**    0.13(*) 
 * PMB2G      0.04    
Integration goal    0.03 -0.03   -0.01 
 * PMB1G      0.24**    0.04 
 * PMB2G        0.03       
No special treatmentagg     -0.10 -0.01 -0.04  
 * PMB1G      -0.76** -0.54* 
 * PMB2G       0.17  
Respecting habitsagg      0.02 -0.01  
 * PMB1G      -0.02  
 * PMB2G       -0.08  
Athletes from country of 
originagg (inv.) 
    -0.02 -0.07  -0.05 
 * PMB1G       0.65***  0.57*** 
 * PMB2G            -0.05   
Pseudo-R² (individual)   0.12  0.14  0.12  0.14  0.12  0.15  0.16 
Pseudo-R² (club)  0.54  0.60  0.32  0.42  0.30  0.46  0.63 
Pseudo-R² GLMM(m)  0.15  0.17  0.11  0.13  0.10  0.14  0.20 
Pseudo-R² GLMM(c)  0.20  0.21  0.19  0.20  0.18  0.20  0.24 
Observations  741 741 741 741 741 741 741 
Groups  42 42 42 42 42 42 42 
*** p ≤ 0.001; ** p ≤ 0.01; * p ≤ 0.05; (*) p ≤ 0.1; Estimation of non-standardized regression coefficients; 
Pseudo-R² (individual) = proportion of variance explained on individual level, Pseudo-R² (club) = proportion 
of variance explained on club level; Pseudo-R²GLMM(m) = marginal R², Pseudo-R²GLMM(c) = conditional R² (after 
Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013). 
 
 
